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We aim to investigate the factors influencing student choice in the private higher 
education (HE) sector in Kurdistan-Iraq. Hence, this research tries to add to the 
literature in understanding the student’s university choice in general and fill the gap of 
literature in the context of Middle-Eastern studies including Kurdistan in particular. We 
employed a survey research design via a self-developed questionnaire targeting first 
year students in private universities in Kurdistan. Using a sample of 518 students and 
Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA), we found that the university characteristics that 
most influenced student choice were reputation and accreditation, quality of teaching, 
employability and quality of facilities, which is consistent with the previous literature. 
However, the cost of study was not considered as one of the top influencing factors of 
student choice. Accordingly, the study recommends universities to consider increasing 
their tuition fees and dedicate the extra revenues to boost their reputation, enhance their 
quality of teaching and accreditation and increase the connection and relationships with 
local employers. Some other implications are also suggested. 
Keywords: University characteristics; student choice; private universities, 
Kurdistan-Iraq.  
Introduction 
Iraqi Kurdistan (means the land of Kurds) is an autonomous Iraqi region, covers 
approximately 40,000 square kilometres and governed by the Kurdistan Regional 
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Government (KRG). The key economic sectors include oil and gas; power; real estate; 
industry; tourism; water and agriculture and banking and finance. The people living in 
the Kurdistan Region are mainly Kurds. Kurds are one of the indigenous people of the 
Middle East. They lived mostly in mountainous areas of south-eastern Turkey, north-
western Iran, northern Iraq, and northern Syria. There are also Assyrians, Chaldeans, 
Turkmen, Armenians and Arabs in the region. The Region has a young and growing 
population, with 36% aged 0-14 years, and only 4% aged over 63. The majority of 
people in Kurdistan-Iraq are Sunni Muslims but there are many other Muslim groups 
such as Sufis and Shiite. There are also a large number of Christians of different 
churches, such as Syrian Catholic, Syrian Orthodox, and Assyrian Church of the East, 
Armenian, and Catholic Chaldean. Other religions in Kurdistan include Judaism, 
Babaism, Yezidism, and others (Kurdistan Regional Government, 2019; The Kurdistan 
Project, 2019).  
 
Kurdistan-Iraq has experienced a great acceleration and growth in the economy during 
the last two decades. In 2003, GDP per capita income was $375 per annum; today it 
exceeds $5,000 (Kurdistan Regional Government, 2019). As a result of this accelerated 
growth of economy, the need of skilled and qualified labour -that are capable of 
fulfilling the huge existing needs of workforce and contributing in the development of 
the economy- has increased dramatically. Therefore, the need for improving the 
education sector in general and the HE sector in particular has been the subject of the 
government attention, and the government has actually launched several programs and 
campaigns in order to improve the HE system and increase its quality. In order to 
achieve the goal of improving the HE system, the government opened the HE market to 
the private sector after it had been restricted and run solely by the government. 
Engaging private universities in the sector of HE was essential at this stage to achieve 
the desired development levels and outputs of the sector as part of achieving the 
different national educational goals set by the government.  
 
The first private university in Kurdistan opened its doors in 2004 (NZU, 2018) then the 
number of universities had a tremendous increase to reach thirty-four HE institutions.  
Eighteen out of the thirty-four are private institutions. There are 133,092 students in 
public universities and 10,234 students in private universities (Ministry of Higher 
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Education, 2018; Shah and Nair, 2016). While public universities are fully funded by 
the government, private universities depend heavily on the tuition fees paid by students 
as the primary source to finance their activities and survive. The market of HE sector 
became very competitive, particularly with the recent issues related to a budget freeze 
by the central government in Baghdad, fluctuating oil prices, an expensive war with 
terrorist groups and the cost of accommodating refugees and internally displaced as a 
result of the ongoing conflicts in the neighbouring regions. In such highly competitive 
market, it is necessary for private universities to develop suitable strategies that enable 
them to attract more students and increase their share in the market.  
 
Kusumawati, Yanamandram and Perera (2010) argue that the transformation of HE 
from the dependency on government funding to the competitive market also indicates 
that universities have to compete for students in the recruitment markets. This idea is 
also supported by Drummond (2004) and Pugsley (2004). Consequently, with 
government deregulation and increasing competition (Hemsley-Brown and Oplatka, 
2006; Jongbloed, 2003; Maringe, 2006) institutions of HE must market to compete 
(Constantinides and Zinck Stagno, 2011). Therefore it has become very important for 
the universities to understand the way students approach the process of choosing their 
universities (Al-Fattal and Ayoubi, 2013) and the most important factors affecting their 
choice.  
 
Previous studies (Al-Fattal, 2010; Al Hallak, Ayoubi, Moscardini anda Loutfi, 2019; 
Tin,  Ismail, Othman and Sulaiman, 2012; Engin and McKeown, 2017; Henry, 2012; 
Hossler, Braxton, and Coopersmith, 1989; Hoyt and Brown, 2003; Kim and Gasman, 
2011; Kusumawati, 2013; Maniu and Maniu, 2014; Migin, Falahat, Yajid and Khatibi, 
2015; Obermeit, 2012; Shah, Sid Nair and Bennett, 2013; Pritchard et al. 2018, Pawar et 
al. 2019; Singh, 2019; Busher and James, 2019; Nghia, 2019) have investigated the 
process of students’ university choice thoroughly and some have identified a number of 
factors that affect the students’ university choice decision.  
 
However, most of these studies have been conducted in the developed countries such as 
the United States of America, Britain, Australia and Germany. Although these studies 
have contributed a great deal to the literature on university choice, their findings may 
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not be relevant to most of the developing countries. The differences in culture, race, 
ethnicity, political-legal and economic environments have a strong impact on the 
student choice of the university (Borus and Carpenter, 1984; Manski and Wise, 1983; 
Paulsen, 1990; Wiese, van Heerden and Jordaan, 2010; Mahmoud et al. 2019) and 
students from different ethnicities may differ in their view of the relative importance of 
the different university factors (Arar, Abramovitz, Bar-Yishay and Notzer, 2017; Ivy, 
2010), which explains how the previous studies that explore the cultural differences are 
important in the Kurdistan context.  No mentioned studies have been done on what 
influences student university choice in Kurdistan. Kurdistan is a region with its unique 
cultural and socioeconomic context which may imply some deeper and different 
understanding for the process of the student’s university choice, and where private 
universities are relatively new.   
 
Hence, this study aims to bridge this gap by addressing the main question of the factors 
influencing students’ university choice in the context of private universities in 
Kurdistan. Furthermore, this study would suggest practical implications for the 
marketing and enrolment processes of the private universities in Kurdistan by providing 
them with a better understanding of the student’s choice behaviour in order to set more 
effective marketing strategies.  
 
Previous Literature  
Studies suggest that the university-related characteristics/factors play a major role in the 
students’ decision of university choice. The ranking of these different factors 
importance  varies across these studies, but some common factors are found within most 
of the studies such as, location, university reputation, academic programs offered and 
their quality, infrastructure and educational facilities, cost and financial aid and future 
job opportunities as indicated in Al-Fattal (2010) in his study that was conducted in the 
private Syrian universities. Other international context (non-middle-eastern) studies 
include  (Alfattal, 2017; Chapman, 1981; Dao and Thorpe, 2015; Hemsley-Brown and 
Oplatka, 2015; Henry, 2012; Hossler, Braxton and Coopersmith, 1989; Hoyt and 
Brown, 2003; Kallio, 1995; Kusumawati, 2013; Migin et al., 2015; Petruzzellis and 
Romanazzi, 2010; Obermeit, 2012; Tin, Ismail, Othman and Sulaiman, 2012; Mahmoud 
et al. 2019). Additionally, Weiler (1996) states that there is a significant relationship 
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between students’ preferences and institutional characteristics in determining where 
students ultimately decide to attend.  
Location 
The geographic location and the proximity of the university in relation to the residence 
of the family have a major impact on the student’s  university choice decision (Beneke 
and Human, 2010; Broekemier, 2002; Henry, 2012; Migin et al.,  2015; Simões and 
Soares, 2010; Wagner and Fard, 2009; Gill et al. 2018). In addition, Drewes and 
Michael (2006) in their study that was conducted in the 17 universities in the Province 
of Ontario-Canada, state that students prefer universities closer to home as the 
additional costs related to the distance of the university makes the university less 
desirable to the student. Vrontis, Thrassou and Melanthiou (2007) also refer to the fact 
that the location of the university and the geography of its surroundings are some of 
characteristics that have a major importance for students regarding their university 
choice decision.  
Reputation of university  
The reputation of the university has been shown to be one of the most influential factors 
on the student’s choice of the university and has been ranked as the most important 
factor of all by many studies (Baharun, Awang and Padlee, 2011; Broekemier, 2002; 
Chapman, 1981; Kallio, 1995; Kim and Gasman, 2011; Kusumwati, Yanamandram and 
Perera, 2010; Paulsen and St. John, 2002; Ayoubi and Massoud, 2012; Nghiem-Phu and 
Nguyen, 2019; Moogan, 2020, Gill et al. 2018). Migin et al. (2015) define university 
academic reputation as the university capacity to positively position itself in the minds 
of the students. In their study of the Malaysian private universities, they state that the 
main obstacle in studying reputation as a factor is that it is not always measurable and 
that it is often dependent on the students’ perceptions or statements from the universities 
themselves. Maniu and Maniu (2014) study the most important factors that influence 
choice of a university among Romanian students and find that reputation had a powerful 
influence on future student attitudes toward choosing a university including university 
age, university accreditation, competitiveness of admission and brand name of the 
university. Ahmad and Hussain (2017) identify institutional reputation as a key factor in 
determining student destination choice for HE in the UAE. League tables are used by 
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some scholars to proxy institutional reputation. In UK, Gunn and Hill (2008) find that 
the higher the league position, the faster the growth in students’ applications. Yen et al. 
(2012) indicate that the ranking position of a UK university is the ultimate source of 
power that defines its position in the international HE network of universities and 
agents. However, measuring reputation becomes more critical when universities are not 
listed in rankings and league tables, particularly in developing countries. 
Academic programs and quality 
The availability of the academic programs also plays a major role on the student’s 
decision of which university to attend as has been shown by many studies (Clinton, 
1990; Galotti and Mark, 1994; Hoyt and Brown, 2003; Kim and Gasman, 2011; 
Maringe, 2006; Obermeit, 2012; Pampaloni, 2010, Gill et al. 2018). This is especially 
crucial to the students who plan to work in some certain areas (Hoyt and Brown, 2003). 
Availability of the required academic programs implies some sub-aspects such as the 
range of programs study, flexibility of degree program, major change flexibility, range 
of degree options and academic recognition (Tin et al., 2012; Reginald et al. 2018; 
Massoud and Ayoubi, 2019). In his study about the students’ university choice in Syria, 
Al-Fattal (2010) finds that factors such as the language of instruction in the study 
system, teaching methods, high calibre teachers, foreign teaching staff, curriculum and 
books, size of class and specializations offered were rated very important by the 
students when deciding to choose their university.  
Educational facilities  
Educational facilities such as classrooms, laboratories and libraries are important in a 
student’s decision of university choice (Al-Fattal, 2010; Gibss and Knapp, 2002; Haur, 
2009; Kotler and Keller, 2009; Maniu and Maniu, 2014; Price, Matzdorf, Smith and 
Agahi, 2003; Soedijati and Pratminingsih, 2011; Winter and Chapleo, 2017). It has also 
been shown that physical evidence gives the first impression about the university and 
that students usually look at the building and facilities as their first indicator for 
expecting the provided quality (Kotler and Keller, 2009). Furthermore, Wiers-Jenssen, 
Stensaker, and Grogaard (2002) argue that social climate, aesthetic aspects of the 
physical infrastructure and the quality of services from administrative staff are 
important aspects for future recruitment in Norway. Similarly, Clemes, Gan, and Kao 
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(2008) find a relationship between service quality, image, satisfaction and favourable 
future behavioural intentions of students. However, Huml et al. (2019) found a lack of 
significant improvement within student recruiting rankings following the completion of 
new athletic facilities for Power Five football and men’s basketball program in USA.  
Cost 
Economic-based approach assumes that students are rational and make a careful 
cost/benefit decision considering the benefits and costs of all possible alternatives 
(Maniu and Maniu, 2014). Hence, the cost of education has been the most studied factor 
in the majority of studies investigating the factors influencing students’ choice of 
university. The majority of studies in the subject of the factors influencing the students’ 
choice of university have shown that there is a negative relationship between the cost 
and the enrolment probability in a specific university (Wilkins, Shams and Huisman, 
2013; Broekemier, 2002; Cabrera and La Nasa, 2000; Domino, Libraire, Lutwiller, 
Superczynski and Tian, 2006; Foskett, Maringe and Robersts, 2006; Hossler et al., 
1989; Jackson, 1982;  Joseph and Joseph, 2000; Kusumawati et al., 2010; Leslie and 
Brinkman, 1988; Litten, 1982;  Migin et al., 2015; Obermeit, 2012; Quigley, Bingham, 
Notarantonio and Murray, 2000). When talking about the cost of education it is not only 
the tuition fee. There is also the overall net cost paid to get the HE service in some 
universities. To illustrate, Maniu and Maniu (2014) state that the cost factor has several 
aspects: fee for study including value of tuition fee, other financial aids, materials cost, 
fee for accommodation (social costs) including value of rent, other living expenses and 
family budget as well as scholarship opportunities (Zhang, Hu, Sun, and Pu, 2016). 
Employment opportunities 
One of the most important reasons for the students to get a HE degree and qualification 
is to get a good job opportunity after graduation. Hence, future employment prospective  
which includes employment opportunities, university help in searching for a job (while 
studying and after), job placement rates, improved job skills, better job, better paid 
occupation, better choice of a job, internship opportunities and university-industry 
partnerships have a major influence on students’ university choice decision (Al-Fattal, 





Other aspects and factors such as family background are stated in the study of Gaeta and 
Di Maio (2015) in the private universities in Italy. Student aspiration and entry 
standards (Ayoubi and Massoud, 2012), student socio-economic status (Cox, 2016) and 
many other aspects are found to be influencing the student choice of university. 
However, these aspects will be beyond the scope of this study. 
 
The above literature show that the students’ university choice is influenced by many 
factors mainly those related to university characteristics such as  location, university 
reputation, academic programs offered and their quality, infrastructure and educational 
facilities, cost and financial aid and future job opportunities. This study aims to develop 
a comprehensive model from the above literature and to empirically examine this model 
using data collected from Kurdistan-Iraq in order to answer the question of what factors 
are important for how students in Kurdistan-Iraq choose University.  
 
Methodology 
This study follows a method similar to those undertaken by relevant prior research. 
Participants’ selection, instrument development and procedures are explained below. 
The targeted population for this research includes all first year/freshmen students 
enrolled in the private universities in Kurdistan during the academic year 2016/2017. 
Students enrolled in public universities are excluded from the study considering the 
different nature of public universities, their financing mechanisms, their market share 
and exposure to competition and considerably their low tuition fees when compared to 
private institutions. 
 
Multistage sampling technique was employed to select participants for this research. At 
the first stage, a non-probability convenience sampling method was used. Only private 
universities meeting the criteria of being established long enough (longer than 5 years), 
having more than two schools, and have more than 500 students. These were contacted 
to get access permission. Four universities responded with approval within the one 
month time limit identified by the researchers (see Table 1). The four universities 
represent the population being of diversified origins, have good coverage of study areas 
offered by private universities, and represent both institutions with one campus and 
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those with more than one campus in a number of provinces.  At the second stage, a non-
probabilistic sampling was conducted to select students from the four universities in 
which the probability of selection was not equal for all population’s members 
(Cebollero, Soriano Jiménez, Capilla, Guàrdia and Hervás, 2015). The final sample 
included a total of 518 first year/freshmen students. The sample size of 518 respondents 
is considered adequate for the current research as it meets and exceeds both thresholds 
of 10 to 15 observations per estimated parameter (Bentler and Chou, 1987; Bollen, 
1989) as well as exceeding  the recommended appropriate sample size of approximately 
350 individuals, or more, for a survey research (Plano and Creswell, 2015). The 
resulting descriptive data are given in Table 1. 
 
Table 1: Descriptive statistics 
Variable Descriptive 




M= 21.58; SD= 3.818; ranging from 17 to 43; 
29.9% less than 20 years 
66.4% between 20 and 29 
2.3% between 30 and 39 




33.6% less than $7000 
31.3% between $7001 and $14000 
18.9% between $14001 and $30000 
9.5% between $30001 and $60000  




50.6% Business Administration and Economics  
8.9% IT and Computer Sciences  
15.6% Engineering  
13.5% Law and Politics  
4.2% Languages  
0.4% Journalism  




31.9% University A 
29.2% University B 
14.3% University C 




A descriptive non-experimental survey research design (see Plano and Creswell, 2015) 
was adopted and a self-report questionnaire was prepared. The questionnaire was 
developed based on prior literature to measure the key research variables and to collect 
data from the sample population. Both international and some local Middle East studies 
(Al-Fattal, 2010) are reviewed to decide the questionnaire statements to be used for the 
study and some changes were made to ensure that the questionnaire is suitable to the 
local context. For example, a statement was added to capture students’ preferences to 
get the instructions in Arabic Language. Additionally, all questions related to ethnic 
groups, religion and race were removed to avoid sensitivity of such issues in this area of 
the world. The decision to exclude these questions was taken based on the advice 
provided by members of staff from the sampled universities upon reviewing the 
contents of the questionnaire.  
 
The first part of the questionnaire includes demographic characteristics of gender, age, 
income, university attended, and academic area. The rest of the questionnaire measures 
a number of variables representing the relative importance of the different university 
characteristics and other factors expected to affect student’s decision of choosing a 
university. The second part of the final version of the questionnaire was made of 32 
items (statements) included in Likert scale (1-5 points, defining the importance of each 
item in making university choice. Where, one was referring to an item not being 
influential at all and five referring to an item as being very influential). For the 
questionnaire to be more effective in collecting accurate data and being completely 
understood by the students the questionnaire was written in three languages, Kurdish, 
English and Arabic where students had the option to choose the language of their 
preference.  
 
It is crucially important that the instrument used for collecting data can provide valid 
and reliable data that can generate accurate and dependable findings after analysis. 
Hence, the questionnaire validity and reliability were checked to ensure the quality of 
the generated data. All items in the questionnaire were adapted from similar studies that 
were already validity checked, but since some of the items were changed or rearranged, 
a number of university professors were invited to perform an assessment of the content 
validity of the questionnaire and a pilot test was conducted. Some adjustments and 
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modifications of the questions were made based on the recommendations of experts and 
based on the pilot test analysis. The Cronbach’s alpha score for the questionnaire was 
(0.932), which indicates a high level of internal consistency in the whole set of items of 
the questionnaire. Consequently, the final version of the questionnaire used to collect 
the date could be considered highly reliable. 
 
Students were invited to participate in the research through responding to either an on-
line or self-administered paper questionnaire. To assure anonymity, students were not 
required to state their names or any other traceable information on the questionnaire. A 
number of 254 students participated through responding to the on-line questionnaire and 
other 302 students participated through the paper questionnaire which was self-
administered and distributed in the class to the students who chose willingly to 
participate in the research after they had been invited. All 254 on-line responses were 
valid as the on-line questionnaire was aided by validity criteria and cannot be submitted 
unless all the answers are valid. However, out of 302 paper questionnaires, thirty-four 
questionnaires were invalid and were excluded from the sample. Hence, the total valid 
responses were 518 which constitute the sample of the research.  
 
In Figure 1, we show the theoretical model path diagram of the measurement proposed 
according to the final version of the questionnaire. As can be seen, based on literature, 
we proposed 32 latent variables load in the 8 factors, Reputation and Accreditation with 
5 latent variables, Teaching Quality with 6 latent variables, Quality of facilities with 5 
latent variables, and Geographical and Services, Social, Economic and Employability 
with 3 latent variables each. It is very important to point out that of the eight factors 
considered; the Language factor is the one with the least number of items; two items 












Analysis and findings  
We used analysis of moment structures (AMOS) version 22 and ran a confirmatory 
factor analysis to empirically test the theoretical model proposed in Figure 1 and 
validate its factor using the data we collected from Kurdistan-Iraq. Factor analysis 
explains the associations among variables in terms of more fundamental variables (the 
factors) and confirmatory factor analysis examines how well the obtained data fit a 
proposed factor structure/ model (van Prooijen, and van der Kloot, 2001).  
 
We selected a random sample from dataset (size 60% of 518) and used this sub-sample 
to estimate the measurement model. It was necessary to modify the theoretical model in 
order to address some problematic issues. For our data, problematic issues arose 
because of one or more of three reasons which indicate possible redundancy of items 
(variables). First, an item had a weak or negative correlation (r < .30) with its total 
scale. Second, correlation and multicolinearity; a pair of items that were too strongly 
correlated (r > .80; their co-variance of estimated errors is >20). Third, a factor had 
inadequate latent variable. A number of items were identified as problematic. To solve 
problematic issues and enhance the model fit, we co-varied errors of items in same 
factor (this technique of co-varying errors is only valid for items related to same factor). 
Other problematic items in the measurement model were progressively removed. This 
process resulted in removing six items (Language A, Language E, Student Staff 
Relation, University Size, Friends Choice and Scholarships) and one factor (Language; 
the language used in the university to give guidance and instructions to students). We 
re-ran the CFA using the adjusted measurement model and full sample (see Figure 2). 
 
Figure 2 shows the parameters for the adjusted measurement model. The CFA results 
suggested that the adjusted measurement model has excellent fit for our dataset as all 
remaining seven factors were statistically significant and the consistency values 
obtained in confirmatory factor analysis were excellent according to Hu and Bentler 
(1999) and Browne and Cudeck (1992). Indices for the adjusted measurement model 
were; 2.305 for CMINDF (<3, excellent),  0.462 for PCLOSE (>0.05, excellent) ,0.05 













Convergent validity seems to be established for seven of the eight factors, as all the 
factor loadings in the full measurement model were in excess of 0.50 except for the 
geographical services which had a loading of 0.26 (see Figure 3; Hair et al. 2010). 
Figure 3 shows factor loadings in the final model, it is clear that the most important 
factor for students’ university choice was Reputation/Accreditations (0.96), followed by 
Teaching Quality (0.93), and then comes Employability (0.90), Facilities’ Quality (0.87) 
and Social aspects (0.77). Economic factor and Geographical/Services factors were the 
least important for students’ university choice with loadings of (0.57) and (0.26), 
respectively. 
 
In order to provide some evidence of discriminant validity we compared the score for 
each of the eight factors depending on the gender of the students, age, the academic 
area, and income. We ran eight t-tests of independent samples for the gender variables 
and twenty-four One-Way ANOVA tests for the other variables. Factors’ scores were 
imputed in Amos and used for these tests using SPSS (Table 2). 
 
Table 2 t-test results show a significant difference of means of most factors’ scores of 
males when compared to females’ scores, p<0.05 for all factors except Employability 
(p=0.52) and Geographical/Services. Where, female students, in general, tend to give 
lower importance to the studied items compared to male students. ANOVA results for 
age also show a significant difference of means of most factors’ scores amongst age 
groups, p<0.05 for all factors except Economic and Geographical/Services and it seems 
that students tend to give higher importance to the studied items when they are older. 
ANOVA results for academic area show a significant difference of means of four 
factors’ scores amongst students with different areas of study namely reputation and 
accreditation, teaching and facilities’ quality, and employability. Students in subject 
areas classified as social studies tend to give higher importance to these factors’ items 
compared to their counterparts in subject areas classified as hard sciences. Finally, 
ANOVA results for economic (family income) show only one significant difference of 
means to the Economic factor, where, students from lower income families tend to give 





Table 2: Comparisons between the means of factors by sample groups using t-test and One-Way ANOVA (n = 518) 
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Our findings show that the top three factors influencing students’ university choice in 
Kurdistan-Iraq are Reputation/Accreditations, Teaching Quality and Employability. 
Where, Reputation and accreditation is the factor of five latent variables; university 
origin, general reputation, local accreditation, international accreditation and 
international relationships. The factor of teaching quality has six latent variables; 
curriculum/books, specialisations offered, class size, teachers’ calibre, teaching methods 
and forging teaching staff.  The Employability factor has three latent variables namely; 
employers’ preference of particular university’s graduates, market-suited education and 
good after graduate employment ratio. These findings are consistent with the work of 
Baharun, Awang and Paddle (2011) in the Malaysian private universities; Beneke and 
Human (2010) that was conducted in South Africa; Kallio (1995); Kim and Gasman 
(2011) a study in an private North-eastern US university; Maniu and Maniu (2014) in 
Romania; Migin et al. (2015) in the Malaysian context and Paulsen and St. John (2002) 
in USA, as they all found that the university’s reputation was rated highly by students. 
The importance of the reputation of the university can be attributed to the fact that the 
HE is a service, and it is always hard to expect the quality of a service based on solid 
tangible properties due to intangibility of services; which makes reputation as the most 
dependable indication of expected quality. Furthermore, our findings regarding the 
importance of local and international accreditation of the qualification offered and the 
employability of graduates are consistent with the findings of Tin et al. (2012) and 
Migin et al. (2015) both conducted in Malaysian universities, as well as Kusumawati 
(2013) and Kusumawati, Yanamandram, and Perera (2010) in Indonesia and Paulsen 
(1990) in USA, as they all found that the aspects related to programme accreditation and 
to future job opportunity were highly important to students. The findings regarding 
teaching quality are also consistent with the findings of Al-Fattal (2010) in Syria and 
Hoyt and Brown (2003) in USA, as both studies found that the issues related to teaching 
quality were very important to the students when choosing their universities.  
 
Our findings also show that the least influencing factors of students’ university choice 
in Kurdistan-Iraq are the Economic factor (includes tuition fees, flexibility of payment 
and discounts offered) and the Geographical/Services factor (includes location, distance 
from home, transportation from and to university and accommodation). These results, 
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however, are inconsistent with the findings of prior literature, where, ‘location’ and 
‘cost’ were highly rated by many studies like Domino et al. (2006), Quigley, Bingham, 
Notarantonio and Murray (2000), Leslie and Brinkman (1988), Jackson (1982) and 
Litten (1982) all conducted in  USA; Wilkins, Shams and Huisman (2013) and Foskett, 
Maringe and Robersts (2006) in England; Joseph and Joseph (2000) in Indonesiaand. 
This inconsistency can be attributed to the different socioeconomic contexts of which 
our study and the previous studies were conducted in. Kurdistan- Iraq region is 
relatively small compared to USA, UK and Indonesia, universities in Kurdistan- Iraq 
are well distributed over the region and transportation and living costs are considered 
relatively cheap by local people. In this one particular study, with this population of 
students, cost did not appear to be a concern. This could be justified in the light of the 
current economic boom and the accelerating economic growth which reached 10% 
recently. Accordingly, the study recommends universities to consider increasing their 
tuition fees and dedicate the extra revenues to boost their reputation, enhance their 
quality of teaching and accreditation and increase the connection and relationships with 
local employers. 
 
Moreover, the results of the discriminant tests of the examined model revealed some 
important findings. First, female students, according to this study, tend to give lower 
importance to most of the factors compared to male students. This could be explained 
by the middle-eastern culture where women work is not an obligation and men are the 
main bread owners in the family. Second, older students tend to give higher importance 
to the factors compared to younger students which could reflect better awareness and 
experience of these factors. This is an interesting result for university marketing and 
enhancing students’ awareness regarding the important characteristics could be useful 
for some universities to attract more students. Third, students in subject areas classified 
as social studies tend to give higher importance to reputation and accreditation, teaching 
and facilities’ quality, and employability factors compared to their counterparts in areas 
classified as hard sciences. This could reflect the fact that number of hard science 
students is low compared to social sciences’ and they have more labs and learning 
facilities which allow them to enjoy better quality education and may have a lower 
competition in the job market. This might have caused social science students to rank 
teaching and facilities’ quality and employability higher than their hard science 
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counterparts. Finally, despite the fact that cost did not appear to be a concern for this 
study population students (in general), the discriminant analysis results show that 
students from lower income families tend to give the Economic factor higher 
importance compared to students from higher income families. 
 
The data of the study was collected through questionnaires with students who were 
already attending university in their first year. Although most of the questions refer to 
the recent past, some students may not remember all the related details. Thus, the 
accuracy of the provided information by participants can be considered a possible 
limitation. Another limitation of the study is the sample size. 518 students participated 
in the study. Although a larger sample would have always been advantageous and more 
representative of the population, the cost, time and access constrain involved made the 
option of getting a larger sample impractical. s. Future studies with different college 
year students or high school students during enrolling period may show a wider 
understanding of the university characteristic important in choosing the university.  
 
Furthermore, this study only included the private universities, which is another possible 
limitation. This was due to the fact that private universities are more marketing-driven 
in their processes comparing to the public universities and due to the fact that including 
the public universities as well requires more dedicated resources for the study. 
Therefore, further studies including and comparing both private and public universities 
could imply greater and wider understanding of the factors influencing student 
university choice, in general. The study also highlights the importance of future 
research in area of quantifying universities’ reputation in some developing countries. 
This is particularly important within the non-existence of local/national ranking systems 
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